LENA
The second occasion was six months before she
married.
The ground floor of the hostel served as the men's
quarters. Up above, on the women's floor, everything
was clean and tidy; shining aluminium saucepans stood
on the stove, and a bright-blue kettle. The men filed
eggs, and heated water to shave in enamel mugs, black
with smoke. They scattered cigarette ash on the floor.
Lena avoided having anything to do with them.
One day, as she was passing along the lower corridor,
one of the men called to her.
"Comrade," he said in a deep baritone, "excuse me,
but have you a thermometer?"
"What sort?" asked Lena, stopping.
"An ordinary one, I want to take my temperature,"
answered the baritone. "I feel feverish, but I haven't got
a thermometer."
"Just a minute, 1*11 ask," said Lena, and went up-
stairs.
One of her room mates had a thermometer, Lena
went down with it.
The baritone was waiting trustfully where she had
left him. He thanked her and asked in which room she
lived. A quarter of an hour later there was a knock at
the door.
"Thirty-nine point four," he said, as though she had
enquired. "Bother the thing, just can't get rid of it."
"What's the trouble?" asked Lena, who had never
had an illness in her life except appendicitis.
"Malaria."
He hung about the door, evidently reluctant to go.
His face was long, thin, hook-nosed, inspired.
"And my quinine's finished," he said, dropping his
head in a martyrlike way—like pictures of Christ saying
"Not my will, but Thine, be done." "But I'll go to the
chemist's at once. I'm used to going about with any
kind of temperature," he added with a wave of the hand.
It was winter, with 22 degrees of frost outside.
"Give me the prescription/* said Lena, "I'll go."
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